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M
ORE THAN FOUR OUT OF EVERY
FIVE Ohioans live in one of the state’s
metropolitan areas. Nearly three out of
four Ohioans live in the six metropolitan
areas included in this study — Cleveland,
Cincinnati, Columbus, Dayton, Toledo
and Youngstown. Ohio Metropatterns

finds that the way the state’s metropolitan regions are
growing is hurting all communities — from the most
impoverished to the most affluent. 

Here are the report’s main findings:
The idea of an affluent suburban monolith is a

myth. Nearly two-thirds of suburban residents live in
communities that are struggling with social or fiscal
stress. One group of suburbs has problems typically
associated with large cities, including weak tax bases
and significant and growing poverty in their schools.
Another group of outlying places has fewer social needs,
but is facing growth-related costs with low tax bases and
modest household incomes. Even a group of middle-
class suburbs struggles to provide needed schools and
infrastructure with largely residential tax bases. Just a
small share of the population lives in affluent suburbs
with expensive housing, plentiful commercial develop-
ment and strong tax bases. 

All communities in Ohio’s metropolitan areas are
hurt by the way the regions are growing. Ohio’s regions
are increasingly segregated by income and race. Central
cities remain troubled, and a growing group of suburbs
is experiencing similar social strains. Despite slow pop-
ulation growth in most of the metropolitan areas, they
continue to sprawl outwards. Low-density development
is threatening valuable farmland and natural habitat.
Growing traffic congestion is threatening the quality of
life for many residents. 

Across the state, Ohio’s state and local finance system
is pitting local governments against one another in a
competition for tax base and depriving many of its
neediest schools of adequate funding.  

Without changes to the development policies shap-
ing the state, there is no reason to believe these patterns
will not continue, with a core of stressed communities
growing larger, and a ring of sprawl devouring even
more land around it. 

All places would benefit from regional reforms.
Regional cooperation offers the best hope for strength-
ening communities, preserving the environment and
increasing quality of life for all citizens:

• Cooperative land-use planning can help communities
coordinate development, revitalize stressed neighbor-
hoods and conserve open space. 

• Tax and state-aid reforms can stabilize fiscally 
stressed schools and help communities pay for 
needed public services. 

• Metropolitan governance can help address issues that
cross municipal boundaries and ensure that all com-
munities have a voice in regional decision-making.

Change is possible. Cooperative strategies like these
can encourage environmentally sensitive development,
reduce inequalities among communities, encourage
regional economic development efforts and expand the
opportunities of the state’s most vulnerable residents.
These endeavors are already in effect in various forms
throughout the country, and have impassioned,
thoughtful advocates in Ohio. They offer a powerful
path for Ohio regions to follow to meet the state’s 
great challenges.
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Overview

Regional cooperation offers the
best hope for increasing quality 

of life for all citizens. 
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At-risk developing suburbs, with their higher-
achieving schools, lower land costs and wide-open
spaces, appear to offer an alternative to declining 
communities. But over time the cost of growth — new
schools, roads, parks and police — can exceed the 
modest fiscal resources of local taxpayers. At-risk 
low-density places, home to 14 percent of metropolitan
residents, include Goshen Township in Clermont
County and Pataskala in Franklin County.

Bedroom-developing suburbs, home to 18 percent
of the population, are fast-growing, low-density, mid-
dle-class places. Their above-average tax bases are
growing at average rates. But they must pay for growth
with very small commercial-industrial tax bases — 
the lowest of any community type, in fact. Most of these
places are unincorporated townships, including Medina
County’s Liverpool Township, and Champion Township
in Trumbull County. 

Affluent suburbs are home to just 5 percent of the
regions’ populations, but a large share of its expensive
homes and commercial activity. In fact, as a group, their
residential-agricultural property tax bases are over three
times the average and their per-capita commercial-
industrial tax bases are seven times the regional 
average. These factors help them provide high quality
public services at low tax rates. But the opportunities of
these places are limited to a lucky few — just 5 percent
of their housing stock is affordable to people making
average incomes. These mostly fast-growing communi-
ties include Dublin, Ottawa Hills, Canfield Township,
Blue Ash and Beachwood.  

All types of communities are hurt by the way their
regions are growing. The wide diversity of community
types in metropolitan Ohio reflects the fact that its 
communities are highly, and increasingly, divided by
income, race and fiscal condition. 

This segregation occurs for many reasons, but in 
part because local governments in Ohio are highly
dependent on locally generated tax revenues to pay for
the public services — everything from schools and
parks to police and fire. That reliance has led to a fierce
competition for developments that generate more in
taxes than they cost in services. That usually means 
trying to attract big commercial projects and high-end
housing, while limiting the land available for other
needed land uses like affordable housing. But in the
end, only a few places “win” this race. 

Among the results of the wasteful competition is
great variation in tax base among communities, and
great inequalities in level of services they can provide.
While tax-base rich communities can provide high-
quality services at reasonable rates, fast-growing places
with low tax bases often struggle to keep up with the 

onslaught of new residents and the schools, roads and
sewers they require. 

Older at-risk communities, burdened with stagnant
tax bases, must cut services or raise taxes to provide the
level of service desired by residents. Either choice puts
them at a disadvantage in the regional competition for
jobs and residents. 

These pressures shape the state’s physical develop-
ment, encouraging communities to develop land that
may be more appropriately preserved for habitat or
farming. Further, the intense pressure to grab tax-
generating developments leaves no incentive for 
communities to cooperate on land-use planning or
other efforts that can help rein in sprawling development. 

These pressures help drive the outward growth of
Ohio’s regions. Across the six metros in this report, over
40 percent of household growth from 1994 to 2000 
happened not in municipalities, but in unincorporated
townships. Development in these communities often
“leapfrogs” far beyond the established urban edge. In
fact, during the 1990s, population growth was faster in
Ohio townships located between 10 and 20 miles from
major urban areas than in those located within 10
miles.2 Piecemeal development in these places, which
often lack adequate planning capacity, 3 adds to public
service costs and hastens the decline of farming. It also
helps explain why the Akron, Cincinnati and Cleveland
areas are among the Sierra Club’s “Most Sprawl-
Threatened Cities.”4

hio metropolitan areas are home to 
the vast majority of the state’s residents.
Analysis of demographic and fiscal
trends in six of them — greater
Cleveland, Cincinnati, Columbus,
Dayton, Toledo and Youngstown —
shows how poorly planned, inefficient

development and competition for tax base are hurting
almost every city and suburb — wasting resources,
harming the environment and undermining the nation’s
promise of equal opportunity for all. 

The idea of an affluent 
suburban monolith is a
myth. Analysis of six
regions in the state dispels
the myth of uniformly
affluent suburbs. The reali-
ty is far more complex. In
fact, nearly two-thirds of all
suburban residents in
these regions live in places
facing stress — meager tax
resources, high public 
service needs or both. 

This report relied on cluster
analysis to classify communities
according to their fiscal, social
and physical characteristics.
(See sidebar on page 5 for a des-
cription of the clustering tech-
nique and page 39 for a summary
of characteristics of each group
and region.)1 The analysis revealed not only significant
disparities within regions, but among them. In particu-
lar, the city of Columbus, with a healthy economy and
aggressive annexation policy, is also notably healthier
than its central-city counterparts elsewhere in Ohio. In
addition, groups of suburbs in the Toledo region, which
has a high share of residents —around half — living in
the central city, are healthier than their counterparts in
other regions of the state. 

Here are the types of communities within 
Ohio regions:

Central cities boast attributes — downtowns, 
attractive older homes and central locations — that
have helped them revitalize themselves and maintain
neighborhoods of stability. But despite these strengths,
they remain severely stressed overall, with high and
growing poverty, severe racial segregation and aging
infrastructure. Home to 31 percent of the population in
the six regions, these places must provide for great
social need with tax bases significantly below average

and growing at slower-than-average
rates, factors that discourage invest-
ment and dramatically limit the 
opportunities of residents. 

At-risk developed suburbs, home to
30 percent of the metro areas’ residents,
were once at the edge of metropolitan
growth. But now densely developed,
these communities are losing ground to
even more outlying places. Although

there is considerable
variation, on average,
these communities have
below-average property
tax bases growing more
slowly than average.
Despite the advantage 
of relatively close-in
locations and a relatively
efficient use of land, in
most cases their popula-

tions are growing slowly or declining. Overall, residents’
incomes are below average. 

Some, like Cleveland Heights, are already experiencing
strains traditionally associated with cities, such as 
very high school poverty rates and low tax bases. 
Others, like Upper Arlington near Columbus or Sylvania
near Toledo, are still outwardly healthy, with little 
poverty in their schools and relatively high average
household incomes. But they too exhibit signs, most
notably slow-growing tax bases, that foreshadow 
future problems given a continuation of Ohio’s current
development practices.

Ohio Metropatterns
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Many fast-growing 

communities are 
struggling to pay for 

schools and roads.  
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Social and fiscal strains are hurting not 
only central cities but older suburbs as well. 
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COMMUNITY CLASSIFICATION
Because there are 869 municipalities and townships

included in this study, it is impossible to individually
measure each one against the others. Instead this 
study relies on a statistical procedure called cluster
analysis to assign places to groups that are as internally
homogeneous and as distinct from one another as 
possible, based on specified social, fiscal and physical
characteristics. 

The characteristics used to cluster Ohio communities
were: total property tax base per household, growth in
residential-agricultural and commercial-industrial tax
base per household, income per household, population
growth, and population density. Single-year variables
were from 2000; change variables were from 1993 
to 2000.12

These variables provide a snapshot of a community
in two dimensions — its ability to raise revenues from
its local tax base and the costs associated with its social
and physical needs. Fiscal capabilities are measured by
tax base and the change in tax base. 

“Need” measures were selected to capture a range of
local characteristics that affect public service costs.
Household income is a proxy for several factors that can
affect public service costs. Low incomes are associated
with greater needs for services and increased costs of
reaching a given level of service. Density is another
important predictor of cost. Very low densities can
increase per-person costs for public services involving
transportation—schools, police and fire protection—
and for infrastructure—roads and sewers. Moderate to
high densities, on the other hand, can help limit them. 

Similarly, population declines and large population
increases tend to increase the per-person costs of 
long-lived assets like sewers, streets or buildings. When
population declines the costs of these assets must be
spread across fewer taxpayers. When population is
growing rapidly, the costs of new infrastructure tend to
fall disproportionately on current residents (compared
to future residents) because of the difficulty of spread-
ing the costs over the full lifetime of the assets.

These variables also capture a cross-section of the
socioeconomic characteristics that define a place’s
political character. Density, income and growth are
among the factors people examine when deciding if a
community is “their kind of place.” 

Because of their unique characteristics and internal
heterogeneity, the nine central cities were placed in
their own cluster before clustering.13

SCHOOL DISTRICT CLASSIFICATION
School districts comprise another important part of

Ohio’s local fiscal landscape. To measure the combined
effects of districts’ fiscal capacities and service needs,
this study created a classification system for suburban
school districts. As with community classification, 
central city districts were placed in their own group. 

In this system, districts were first grouped by revenue
capacity per pupil. That’s the revenue a district would
generate for each student if it assessed the state’s 
average tax rate to its own tax base, plus state and 
federal aid. Aid is included because it is a significant
share of most districts’ revenues. Districts with capaci-
ties per pupil at least 110 percent of the statewide 
average were classified as high capacity. Those with
capacities of 90 percent of the average or less were 
classified as low capacity. The remaining districts were
considered moderate capacity. 

The districts were then categorized as either low- 
or high-cost. High-cost districts fit at least one of three
criteria — a free-lunch eligibility rate among elementary
students greater than 20 percent, or enrollment growth
or decline exceeding 15 percent from 1993 to 2000.
Districts not meeting any of these criteria were 
considered low-cost.

These measures reflect a range of factors that
increase costs. A high rate of free-lunch eligibility, a
commonly used proxy for poverty, generates greater
needs for services and increases the cost of reaching a
given level of service. Enrollment declines increase
costs per pupil because fixed costs are spread over fewer
students and some variable costs are often difficult to
reduce in a relatively short period. Quickly growing
enrollments increase costs because it is often difficult 
to spread associated capital costs over the full lifetime
of the assets. 

The effects of unbalanced growth harm entire
regions, not just individual low-tax base communities. 
A recent study by the U.S. Geological Survey, for exam-
ple, showed that high levels of bacteria and viruses in
the Cuyahoga River were largely due to sewage over-
flows in Akron’s combined sanitary and stormwater
sewers — a problem that limits recreational use of the
river in a large number of downstream communities,
and one leaders of tax-strapped Akron say they simply
can’t afford to fix.5

Inequalities also have serious repercussions for the
state’s schoolchildren. In rulings in 1997 and 2000, the
Ohio Supreme Court ruled that the state’s system for
financing education fails to provide a “thorough and
efficient system of common schools throughout the
state.”6 The court cited continued over-reliance on 
local property taxes for funding, as well as structural
deficiencies in the state’s basic aid formula and inade-
quate funding for school facilities. 

Ohio’s unbalanced school finance system hurts 
many communities, including developing suburbs 
that depend primarily on residential properties for tax 
base, and older communities serving large shares of
low-income students. 

The well-being of schools is so important because
they are leading indicators of community health. When
the perceived quality of a school declines, it can set in
motion a vicious cycle of middle-class flight and disin-
vestment.7 Many schools in older suburbs are now
showing the same patterns of social change that
occurred a generation ago in central cities. Decline in
the core helps drive rapid growth on the edge, a pattern
that stresses both places. 

In fact, across the six regions, more than one in three
suburban elementary students are enrolled in districts

experiencing signs of social stress — high poverty, rapid
enrollment growth or decline — combined with either
low or moderate fiscal capacities. Add in central city
districts, and the share of students in fiscally or socially
stressed districts rises to over half (see school district
classification discussion in sidebar).

These patterns have especially harmful effects on
people of color. In part due to subtle discrimination in
the housing market, they are much more likely than
whites to live in high-poverty areas.8 That means that
segregated schools are very likely to be poor schools.
For example, 82 percent of non-Asian minority students
in the Youngstown region attend high-poverty schools,
while only 13 percent of white students attend them.9

Across the regions, minority students are anywhere
from 5 to 7 times more likely than white students to
attend such schools.10

These facts help demonstrate that, for better or
worse, the well-being of different parts of metropolitan
areas are linked.11 In fact, the problems of declining
neighborhoods, congested highways and degraded 
natural resources cannot be solved by communities
working alone. Rather, they are regional problems
requiring regional solutions.
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Over half of elementary 
students are enrolled in

school districts experiencing
social or fiscal stress. 
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Despite their troubles, Ohio’s central cities also have strengths on which to build. 

Classification systems 
provide a snapshot of 

local governments 
in two dimensions—
their ability to raise 

revenues and their social
and physical needs. 



THE LACK OF REGIONAL COOPERATION in metropolitan
Cleveland helps create great extremes in wealth among places.
Problems associated with concentrated poverty dramatically
limit the opportunities of residents, discourage investment in
neighborhoods, and place a burden on city resources. Patterns 
in Cleveland-area schools reflect broader community trends:

poverty is highly concentrated in Cleveland and Akron, and
growing quickly in many inner suburbs, especially those on
Cleveland’s eastern border. In Maple Heights, for example, stu-
dent poverty increased 11 percentage points from 1993 to 2000,
15 times faster than the region as a whole. 

ocial and fiscal strain is casting an 
increasingly wide net in the Cleveland
region. With a 3 percent gain in population
during the 1990s, Ohio’s largest metropolitan
area grew more slowly than the state as a
whole, and more slowly than all other large
U.S. metropolitan areas except Pittsburgh.14

Between the late 1980s and late 1990s, the region saw a
net decline of 12,200 jobs in manufacturing, or 4 percent.15

Despite some revitalization successes in Cleveland
and inner suburbs, the overwhelming movement of
opportunity in the region is outward. Gains in popula-
tion, tax base, household income and jobs are occurring
in outlying communities, at the expense of the core. For
example, Cuyahoga County, home to Cleveland and its
inner suburbs, lost 1 percent of its population in the
1990s and experienced the slowest employment growth
of any metro county. It lost almost 21,000 manufacturing
jobs. Meanwhile, Medina County’s population grew by
24 percent, and its employment base grew by 61 percent
in that period, beating regional averages in all industries.16

This “hollowing out” of the region stresses both 
losing and gaining communities. For example, nearly
half of the region’s students are enrolled in districts with
at least one high-cost characteristic — a high rate of
student poverty, significant enrollment decline or rapid
enrollment growth. And 80 percent of those are in 
districts relying on low to moderate fiscal resources. 

All types of communities feel the effects of 
unbalanced growth:

Central cities: Despite some signs of stability, 
including overall school free-lunch eligibility rates that
remained relatively stable, Cleveland and Akron are
still struggling with poverty, low incomes, small and
slow-growing tax bases and population decreases. Of
the 14 schools with free-lunch rates of 90 percent or
more, 13 of them were in Cleveland, and the 14th was 
in Akron. With residential tax bases less than half the
regional average, these two cities are home to less than
20 percent of the region’s housing units, but provide
nearly 40 percent of affordable units. 

At-risk developed: These places, home to the largest
population share of any community type, 34 percent,

have limited fiscal resources and growing social needs.
Among the more dramatic examples, the East Cleveland
schools experienced a 14 point jump in free-lunch 
eligibility from 1993 to 2000. By the end of that period,
the free-lunch rate was 77 percent, just two points lower
than in neighboring Cleveland. 

At-risk developing: These places have below-average
tax bases and incomes and are experiencing notable
population growth. About 35 percent of their housing
units are affordable to households with the region’s
median income, comparable to the region as a whole. 

Bedroom-developing suburbs: These outlying, 
largely residential communities are experiencing rapid
population gains that threaten agricultural and other
open space. These places have small commercial-
industrial bases, but due to their new, expensive 
homes still have above-average tax bases overall. 

Affluent suburbs: These communities, home to 
just 8 percent of the region’s residents, contain much 
of the region’s expensive housing and plentiful commer-
cial development. On average, these communities enjoy
property tax bases over 2.5 times the regional average.
But these places are accessible to just a small share of
the region’s citizens — only 4 percent of their housing 
is affordable to households with the region’s average
income. They also bear the costs associated with
growth. For instance, in Bainbridge and Auburn town-
ships, a Kenston school district group recently proposed
spending more than $41 million to address rapid enroll-
ment increases, including building a new high school.17
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MAP 2: CHANGE IN PERCENTAGE POINTS OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR
FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 1993-2000 

MAP 1: PERCENTAGE OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 2000
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THE DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME AND OF EXPENSIVE HOUSING
in the Cleveland region nearly mirror each other, in a pattern
that keeps most low and moderate wage earners out of commu-
nities with high levels of public services. A set of suburbs east of
Cleveland has the highest incomes, with another set of high-
income places forming an arc through the suburbs from Avon

and Bay Village in the west to Concord and Kirtland in the east.
Most of these places also offer very little in the way of affordable
home ownership. Affordable housing is concentrated in many of
the same places with low average household incomes — in and
adjacent to Cleveland and Akron and in Ashtabula County.18

TAX BASES IN THE CLEVELAND area reflect the outward
movement of wealth in the region. Cleveland and Akron both
exhibit low and slow-growing tax bases, as do many inner suburbs.
High tax-base communities were concentrated in a ring of mid-
range suburbs, with clusters on the east, including Beachwood,

and on the south, including Independence and Medina Township.
But many of these places actually lost ground during the late 1990s
relative to communities even farther away from the urban core.
Inner suburbs suffered the slowest growth, with many showing
decreases in tax base when adjusted for inflation. 

Income & HousingIncome & Housing
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MAP 3: TOTAL PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY
MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000

MAP 4: PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY
MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1994-2000

MAP 5: INCOME PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1999

MAP 6: PERCENTAGE OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSES AFFORDABLE TO HOUSEHOLDS WITH THE
REGIONAL MEDIAN INCOME BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000
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y Ohio standards, greater Cincinnati’s
overall health has been good. In 2000, the
region enjoyed the biggest average proper-
ty tax base per capita and highest average
household income of any of the six regions
in this study. It had the lowest share of 
students eligible for free lunches. Its 

population growth of 7 percent during the 1990s was 
second only to Columbus. 

But those figures disguised great extremes in the
well-being of individual communities within the region.
Population growth, for example, was very uneven. The
region’s suburban counties all grew significantly during
the 1990s, but their gains were partially offset by
decreases in Hamilton County, home to the city of
Cincinnati and its inner suburbs, which lost nearly
21,000 residents. 

In fact, the region’s fastest growth during the 1990s —
an average of 17 percent — actually occurred in north-
ern Kentucky and southeastern Indiana counties
included in the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition of the
Cincinnati metropolitan area but not in this analysis. 

In addition, the Cincinnati region displayed the
greatest degree of segregation of poor and minority 
students in its schools of any of the regions in this
report. In 2000, 61 percent of free-lunch eligible 
children in Cincinnati-area schools would have had to
change schools to achieve an even mix of poor and 
non-poor children in each building. Fully 78 percent of
non-Asian minority students would have had to move
to achieve an identical mix in each school.19 Among the
25 largest U.S. metropolitan areas, comparable figures
for 1997 were 51 percent and 61 percent. 

Inequalities like these affect all of the region’s 
communities:

Central city: The city of Cincinnati continues to
struggle with social and fiscal stress. Its population
dropped by 9 percent between 1990 and 2000, and its
tax base in 2000 was just three-quarters of the regional
average. The free-lunch eligibility rates in its schools 
top 63 percent, the schools are highly segregated — 
74 percent of students are non-Asian minorities, 
compared with just 9 percent elsewhere in the region. 

At-risk developed: These places are experiencing
fast-growing poverty in their schools and their per-
household tax bases are relatively low — the lowest of
any of their counterparts in other regions, in fact. In
addition, they have nearly the same share of affordable
housing units as the city of Cincinnati, 58 percent. 

At-risk developing: These places also have a higher-
than-average supply of affordable housing units, as well
as below-average household incomes and property tax
bases. While the at-risk developed communities tend to
be inner suburbs of Cincinnati or older outlying cities,
the low-density communities are largely outlying town-
ships and small towns. 

Bedroom-developing suburbs: These low-density,
middle-class communities are experiencing the most
rapid growth of any of the communities. Their tax bases
are above the regional average and growing more quick-
ly than average. Nearly 90 percent of the households in
the group are in unincorporated areas. 

Affluent suburbs: Filled with comfortable, residential
neighborhoods, these communities have the highest
number of school-aged kids per household. With 
commercial-industrial tax bases over three times the
regional average, they are also home to a disproportion-
ate share of the region’s jobs. Less than 20 percent of 
the housing units in these places are affordable to
households making the region’s average income.
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IN GENERAL, THE CONDITION OF A MUNICIPALITY OR
SCHOOL DISTRICT IS DETERMINED BY TWO FACTORS — its
capacity to raise revenues and the costs it faces in providing
services. By classifying these factors, we can see the variety of
experiences communities face. Over two-thirds of the region’s
residents — those in central cities and at-risk places — live in
communities facing fiscal stress, marked by low or slow-growing

tax bases, social stresses, and by low or slow-growing income or
population (see the table on page 39 for characteristics of each
community type). In addition, nearly half of the Cleveland-area
students attended school districts exhibiting the clear signs of
stress — either high rates of student poverty, significant enroll-
ment growth or serious decline — and low or moderate revenue-
raising abilities. 

MAP 7: COMMUNITY CLASSIFICATION

Greater Cincinnati schools
are highly segregated by

race and income.  

MAP 8: SCHOOL DISTRICT CLASSIFICATION

Photo credit:   © 2002 David Sailors

Urban neighborhoods offer attractive older homes and walkable streets. 



THE WAY THE CINCINNATI REGION IS GROWING produces
great disparities in the fiscal capacity of its communities. The
city of Cincinnati, the outlying cities of Hamilton and
Middletown, and increasing number of older suburbs, such as
Springfield Township and North College Hill, are all straining to
cover the costs of social and physical decline with low and slow-

growing property tax bases. In addition, many outlying commu-
nities, such as those in much of Brown County, are also 
struggling, in their case to accommodate rapid growth with
modest tax bases. Meanwhile, the most tax base-rich areas —
concentrated to the north and northeast of Cincinnati proper —
can more easily provide the public services desired by residents.  

THE PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCHES
serves as a useful proxy for a community’s overall economic 
condition. As schools grow poor, whole communities may follow.
Schools with the greatest shares of poor students are primarily
found within Cincinnati, adjacent suburbs and several outlying
districts, including Hamilton and Middletown. For example, in

2000, 70 percent of students in the Lockland district were eligible,
an even greater share than Cincinnati’s 63 percent. Changes 
in free-lunch eligibility over the 1990s confirm the outward 
movement of poverty — at-risk inner suburban school districts
experienced the region’s greatest increases in free-lunch eligibility,
in some cases as much as six times the regional average. 
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MAP 9: PERCENTAGE OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 2000

MAP 10: CHANGE IN PERCENTAGE POINTS OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS
ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 1993-2000 

MAP 11: TOTAL PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000

MAP 12: PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD
BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1994-2000
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SUBURBAN MUNICIPALITIES AND SCHOOL DISTRICTS IN GREATER
CINCINNATI ARE NOT AN AFFLUENT MONOLITH. Instead, many 
of them are facing fiscal or social stress. Just 6 percent of
Cincinnati-area residents live in affluent communities with 
plentiful tax bases and few social needs. Another 18 percent live in
middle-class bedroom communities with above-average tax bases.

The majority of people live in communities facing fiscal or social
stresses (see pages 4-5 and table on page 46 for a summary of their
characteristics). In addition, nearly one-third of Cincinnati-area
students attend school in districts exhibiting either high rates of
student poverty, significant enrollment growth or serious decline
— combined with low or moderate fiscal capacities. 

MAP 14: PERCENTAGE OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSING UNITS AFFORDABLE TO HOUSEHOLDS
WITH THE REGIONAL MEDIAN INCOME BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000

A LACK OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING in high-income communi-
ties contributes to extreme social segregation in the Cincinnati
region. The distribution of high incomes and expensive housing in
the Cincinnati region follow very similar patterns, with affluent
communities concentrated in northeast Hamilton, Butler and

Warren counties. The region’s affordable housing is concentrated
in many of the same places that have low average household
incomes — Cincinnati, its inner suburbs, the outlying cities of
Middletown and Hamilton, and Clermont and Brown counties (see
footnote 18 for an explanation of affordable housing calculations).

MAP 13: INCOME PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1999 MAP 15: COMMUNITY CLASSIFICATION

MAP 16: SCHOOL DISTRICT CLASSIFICATION
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Columbus

H
ome to state government, the Ohio State
University and a significant white-collar
private sector, the Columbus region, by
most measures, is Ohio’s healthiest. With a
15 percent increase in population during
the 1990s, the region was Ohio’s fastest
growing, and the only one to grow faster

than the nation as a whole. The region has average
household incomes second only to Cleveland, and the
lowest school poverty rate among the study’s six regions. 

Supported by a traditionally strong annexation policy,
the city of Columbus has been better able to enjoy a
share of the region’s overall growth, and in fact, Franklin
County was the only central-city county among Ohio’s
large metropolitan areas to gain population at all. 

But despite these signs of health, growing social 
separation and sprawl threaten the region. Outlying
communities are making disproportionate gains in
most measures. For example, Delaware County experi-
enced the most explosive population growth, 64 percent,
during the 1990s, as well as the most explosive employ-
ment growth from the late 1980s to the late 1990s, more
than doubling the total number of jobs. 

Social segregation is severe as well. In 2000, 54 percent
of the region’s free-lunch eligible students would have
had to change schools to achieve an identical mix of
poor and non-poor students in each building. In the
South-Western district alone, free-lunch eligibility rates
in individual elementary schools ranged from 2 percent
to 70 percent. Racial segregation is also rampant. Over
three-fourths of the region’s minority elementary 
students attend Columbus city schools, although the
district enrolls less than 27 percent of all the region’s
elementary students. 

The way the region is growing affects all its parts:
Central city: The city of Columbus has more than

quadrupled in area since 1950.20 This expansion has
allowed the city to continue to benefit from new homes
and commercial developments. But the city still suffers
from below-average household incomes and property
tax base. In fact, although starting with a relatively high
base, its tax base grew the slowest of any of the regions’
central cities in the late 1990s. 

At-risk, developed: These slow-growing places, largely
inner suburbs and outlying small cities and towns, have
incomes and per-capita property tax bases just slightly
below the regional average. As a group, their tax bases
are growing slower than the region as a whole. These are
the densest of suburbs. 

At-risk, developing: On average, tax bases in these
low-density places, dotting the region’s outskirts, are
just below the regional average. Household incomes, on
the other hand, are just above the average. These places
are experiencing relatively rapid population growth.

Bedroom-developing: These very low-density places,
scattered around the region’s exurbs, have above-average
household incomes and tax bases. But they are 
struggling to keep up with growth — their tax bases 
are growing more slowly than average and their 
commercial-industrial bases are just a fraction of the
regional average. 

Affluent: These places are the Columbus region’s
boomtowns, with high and fast-growing tax bases, and
the highest average household incomes and fastest
population growth of any group in the region. Just 
3 percent of their homes are affordable to households
making the region’s average income. 

Communities often seek 
development that pays more in taxes

than it costs in services. 
STUDENT POVERTY in the Columbus region is highly concentrated
within Columbus schools, as well as in several outlying districts,
including Lakewood, Circleville and Lancaster. Poverty

increased in the Columbus district from 1993 to 2000, but the
most significant growth occurred in the suburban districts of
Groveport-Madison, Whitehall and Grandview Heights.  

MAP 18: CHANGE IN PERCENTAGE POINTS OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS
ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 1993-2000 

MAP 17: PERCENTAGE OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 2000

Photo credit:  Jim Baron/The Image Finders©



MOST HIGH-INCOME PLACES in the Columbus region offer very
little in the way of affordable home ownership, a fact that limits
the ability of low-wage workers to live near fast-growing suburban
employment centers. High-income communities with little afford-
able housing in the Columbus area are scattered throughout the
suburbs, with a sizable cluster in the north metro. Affordable 

housing is concentrated in many of the same places with low 
average household incomes — small towns, very outlying town-
ships and some inner suburbs (see footnote 18 for a description of
the affordable housing calculation). Because of the level of new
development in Columbus proper, the city has a slightly lower
share of affordable housing than most other Ohio central cities. 

THE ABILITY OF A COMMUNITY TO PROVIDE PUBLIC SERVICES
depends on its capacity to raise revenues from its tax base.  The
city of Columbus and a number of its inner suburbs — places
with growing social and physical needs — must pay for needed
services with low tax bases that are losing ground relative to 
outlying communities. The largest cluster of high tax-base 

communities in the Columbus area is in the northern metro,
with an arc of very wealthy communities running from Jefferson
Township in Madison County to Jefferson Township in Franklin
County. Exurban communities in eastern Licking and southern
Fairfield counties also had low tax bases in 2000, but many are
growing faster than the region as a whole.  
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MAP 19: TOTAL PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000 MAP 21: INCOME PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1999

MAP 20: PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD
BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1994-2000 MAP 22: PERCENTAGE OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSING UNITS AFFORDABLE

TO HOUSEHOLDS WITH THE REGIONAL MEDIAN INCOME BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000



he Dayton-Springfield region continued 
to physically expand outward despite flat
population change during the 1990s. The
core counties of Montgomery and Clark,
home to Dayton and Springfield, each lost
population during the decade, and saw
employment gains from the late 1980s to

late 1990s of just 9 percent and 5 percent respectively.
Meanwhile, Greene County, in the southeast quadrant
of the metro, saw population growth of 9 percent, and
employment growth of 50 percent. Miami County, in the
northwest, saw population growth of 6 percent, and
employment gains of 20 percent. 

The way the region is growing causes stress on both
the “winners” and “losers.” Nearly half the region’s 
students attend districts stressed by either social stress
— high poverty or rapid enrollment drops — or rapid
enrollment growth. Although enrollment in the region
declined 6 percent overall from 1993 to 2000, several
districts experienced significant growth — for example,
Sugarcreek grew by 24 percent and Oakwood by 
27 percent. In that same period, six districts, including
Dayton and Springfield, experienced significant enroll-
ment declines. These changes lead to high costs, as 
fast-growing districts strain to keep up with needed
facilities, and declining districts struggle to manage
growing social need and increasingly empty buildings. 

Recognizing the interconnectedness of regions,
Montgomery County has led the state in its efforts to
improve equity among local governments. Its Economic
Development/Government Equity (ED/GE) program
redistributes a portion of communities’ tax base growth
so that all benefit from growth, no matter where it takes
place (see pages 36-37 for a discussion of this program).
But despite its promise, the overall effect of the program
is small, because it covers only one of the region’s 
four counties, and redistributes a relatively small pool
of money. 

Communities in the Dayton region are responding 
to these patterns in a variety of ways:

Central cities: The cities of Dayton and Springfield
continue to suffer from below-average household
incomes and property tax bases. Like other central

cities, they also have high levels of poverty in their
schools — nearly 80 percent in Dayton and 48 percent
in Springfield. 

At-risk developed: At-risk, developed suburbs in the
Dayton-Springfield area have below-average property
tax bases growing at slower-than-average rates. On
average their residents have below-average incomes.
These places, experiencing slight population growth,
are home to an even mix of affordable and non-afford-
able housing units.

At-risk developing: These places are similar to at-risk
high-density places in a number of ways — they also
have below-average tax bases and incomes and are
experiencing slight population growth. But tax bases in
these communities are growing faster than average, and
they are more than 10 times less dense. 

Bedroom-developing suburbs: These low-density
places (as a group lower density than even the at-risk
low-density communities) have above-average house-
hold incomes and tax bases, and the highest number of
kids per household of any community type in the region. 

Affluent: These suburbs also have above-average 
tax bases and household incomes and are experiencing
the fastest population growth of any of the groups in 
the region. Just 8 percent of their housing units are
affordable to households with the region’s average
income of $54,375.

THE HEALTH OF A MUNICIPALITY or school district is determined
by both its ability to raise needed revenues and the costs of servic-
es it must provide. Many local governments in the Columbus area
are struggling with at least one of these factors. In fact, 84 percent
of the region’s residents — those in Columbus and at-risk suburbs
— live in places facing fiscal stresses or social stresses (see the

table on page 39 for characteristics of each type of community). In
addition, one-third of all students attended school in 
districts exhibiting clear signs of stress — high poverty rates or 
significant enrollment growth or decline, along with low- or 
moderate-revenue capacities. Another 37 percent attended 
districts with warning signs: either high costs or low capacities.
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MAP 23: COMMUNITY CLASSIFICATION

MAP 24: SCHOOL DISTRICT CLASSIFICATION

Photo credit:  ©daytonskyline.com



WHEN A MUNICIPALITY’S TAX BASE STAGNATES OR SHRINKS,
officials must choose either to provide fewer, or lower quality,
services or raise taxes in order to maintain services. Either choice
puts them at a disadvantage in the regional competition for jobs
and residents. This dilemma is in play in Dayton, Springfield and

growing numbers of older suburbs with low and slow-growing
tax bases. Meanwhile, places with high and fast-growing tax
base, like many outlying Miami and Green County townships,
are able to maintain or improve public services without raising
tax rates. 

CHANGES IN THE SOCIAL make-up of elementary schools
provide an early warning signal for the community as a whole. 
As schools grow poor, whole communities may follow. Student
poverty levels are very high in the region’s two central city 
districts, Dayton and Springfield, as well as in Dayton’s inner
suburbs. The proliferation of student poverty from the urban

core out into inner suburbs is also evident. While Dayton experi-
enced a 9-point increase in poverty from 1993 to 2000, inner
suburban districts, including Jefferson, Trotwood-Madison, Mad
River and Fairborn, themselves saw even more extraordinary
increases, ranging from four to 22 points.  
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MAP 25: PERCENTAGE OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 2000

MAP 26: CHANGE IN PERCENTAGE POINTS OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE
FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 1993-2000 

MAP 27: TOTAL PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000

MAP 28: PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN PROPERTY TAX BASE PER
HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1994-2000



A LOOK AT DAYTON-SPRINGFIELD-AREA municipalities and
school districts shows that “the suburbs” are not an affluent
monolith. Instead, many of them are facing fiscal or social stress.
In fact, over two-thirds of suburban residents — those in two at-
risk categories — live in communities facing fiscal stresses,
marked by low or slow-growing tax bases, or social stresses,
denoted by low or slow-growing income or population (see the

summary table on page 39 for characteristics of the community
types). A quarter of the region’s residents live in one of its strug-
gling central cities. In addition, 43 percent of area students
attended school districts exhibiting at least one high-cost stres-
sor — either high rates of student poverty, significant enrollment
growth or serious decline. No district in the region enjoys both
high fiscal capacity and low costs. 

THE ABILITY TO REDUCE RACIAL AND ECONOMIC SEGREGATION
in a region depends on the availability of affordable housing
units in all communities. The distribution of high incomes and
expensive housing in the Dayton region demonstrates the diffi-
culty of meeting that challenge. The cities of Dayton and
Springfield both face low household incomes and high shares of

affordable housing units, as do a group of suburban communi-
ties, including Harrison Township and Riverside. High-income
communities with very little affordable housing cover many of
the region’s outskirts, including Centerville, Sugarcreek and
Concord townships (see footnote 18 for a summary of how
affordable housing was calculated).
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MAP 31: COMMUNITY CLASSIFICATION

MAP 32: SCHOOL DISTRICT CLASSIFICATION

MAP 29: INCOME PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1999

MAP 30: PERCENTAGE OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSING UNITS AFFORDABLE TO HOUSEHOLDS
WITH THE REGIONAL MEDIAN INCOME BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000



THE LACK OF REGIONAL COOPERATION in metropolitan Toledo
helps create great extremes in wealth among places. Patterns of
income segregation in area schools reflect broader community
trends of segregation. Student poverty is highly concentrated
within Toledo, where 63 percent of students are eligible for free

lunch — nearly twice the regional average, and three times higher
than in the next poorest district, Fostoria, a moderate fiscal-capac-
ity district on the region’s fringe. During the 1990s, the Toledo
schools experienced a substantial increase in poverty — eight 
percentage points, or 2.5 times greater than the regional increase.  

rowing social separation and sprawl
threaten the Toledo region. In 2000, the
region had the highest share of elementary
students eligible for free lunches of any of
the six regions included in this study, and 
its schools, and neighborhoods, suffered
from significant economic and racial 

segregation as well. 
Fiscal disparities among Toledo-area municipalities

are great as well. In fact, if all communities in the region
levied the same tax rates, the place with the tax base 
at the 95th percentile would generate five times the 
revenue as the place with a tax base at the 5th percentile. 

Toledo’s social and fiscal condition is exacerbated by
near-stagnant population growth. Lucas County, home
to the city of Toledo, lost nearly 2 percent of its popula-
tion during the 1990s, while outlying Fulton and Wood
counties both gained people. The result was a net 
population gain in the region of less than 1 percent. 

The Toledo region is unique because of the large
share of the population in the central city — 53 percent,
compared with just 31 percent in all six regions. While
many larger regions in the state have areas of social
stress that extend beyond the central city’s boundaries
to older suburbs, in greater Toledo, the growing core 
of stress is still largely contained within the city. 
As a result, its suburbs look quite healthy overall in
comparison. However, some of these places are exhibit-
ing subtler signs of stress, like per-capita tax base that 
is growing more slowly than in the region as a whole. 

Here’s a summary of the different community types
in the region:

Central city: Toledo’s tax base is below the region’s
average and grew more slowly than any other commu-
nity type in the region during the late 1990s. The year
2000 free-lunch rate in the city’s schools, 63 percent,
was over three times higher than the next poorest 
district, and between 1993 and 2000 poverty grew the
fastest of any of the region’s school districts. Two of
every three housing units in the city are affordable to
households with the region’s average income. 

At-risk developed: The at-risk, developed suburbs in
the Toledo region — especially those located next to the

city of Toledo — look healthier than their counterparts 
in other regions. On average, this group of communities
is experiencing slight population growth and has higher-
than-average household incomes. Their tax bases are
still above average, but are growing more slowly than
the region as a whole. 

At-risk developing: These places also appear to be 
in better shape than their counterparts in other regions,
with above-average property tax bases and household
incomes. They also have the greatest share 
of housing units affordable to households with the
region’s average income, 41 percent, of any suburban
community type. 

Bedroom-developing: These places have even 
higher average household incomes and tax bases than
their at-risk low density neighbors (although they also
have the smallest commercial-industrial bases of any
suburban group). Growing at twice the rate as the
region as a whole, bedroom-developing communities
are the lowest-density communities in the region. 

Affluent: With their large tax bases and hefty average
household incomes, these places are attracting growing
numbers of residents. In fact, they are experiencing the
fastest population growth of any of the groups in 
the region. They also have the largest number of school
aged kids and the
lowest share of
affordable homes
— just 14 percent
are affordable to
households with
the region’s median
income.  
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MAP 33: PERCENTAGE OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 2000

MAP 34: CHANGE IN PERCENTAGE POINTS OF ELEMENTARY STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR FREE
LUNCH BY SCHOOL, 1993-2000 

Photo credit:  Airphoto – Jim Wark

Revitalization efforts
in Toledo have

included building
public attractions,

like a children’s 
science center. 



THESE MAPS SHOW THE DISPARATE FISCAL CONDITIONS of
Toledo-area local governments. The city of Toledo bears the bulk
of the region’s social strains, along with a low and slow-growing tax
base. Many small outlying towns also must provide public services
with very low tax bases. Although Toledo’s inner suburbs still
enjoyed above-average bases in 2000, changes in the late 1990s

foreshadow problems — many of them experienced slow-growing
tax bases compared to their outlying neighbors. For example,
although still above average in 2000, Perrysburg Township’s tax
base grew just 4 percent in the preceding six years, well below the
regional average. The big gains took place in the next tier of sub-
urbs, including Monclova and Middleton townships. 
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MAP 35: TOTAL PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000

MAP 36: PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN PROPERTY TAX BASE PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY
AND TOWNSHIP, 1994-2000 MAP 38: PERCENTAGE OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSING UNITS AFFORDABLE TO HOUSEHOLDS

WITH THE REGIONAL MEDIAN INCOME BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 2000

MAP 37: INCOME PER HOUSEHOLD BY MUNICIPALITY AND TOWNSHIP, 1999

THE DISTRIBUTION OF HIGH HOUSEHOLD INCOMES and
expensive housing in the Toledo region follow very similar pat-
terns. The co-mingling of these two factors keeps most low and
moderate wage earners out of communities with quality public
services and good schools. Communities with high incomes are
concentrated in the western and southern suburbs of Toledo, from

Sylvania Township in the north to Webster and Center townships
in the south. Most of these places also offer very little in the way of
affordable home ownership. Communities with plentiful afford-
able housing and low average household incomes are largely
located in Toledo and in outlying small towns (see footnote 18 for
a summary of how affordable housing was calculated).



ocial and economic polarization and
sprawling development threaten the
greater Youngstown region. Social stress
is highly concentrated in Youngstown,
several nearby suburbs, Warren and a 
few outlying townships and villages.
Outlying communities are making the

biggest gains in most measures, including tax base,
household income and population growth. 

That outward movement is evident in population
changes within the region. Overall the area’s population
fell 1 percent between 1990 and 2000. But Mahoning
and Trumbull counties lost 3 percent and 1 percent of
their residents, respectively, while Columbiana County
grew by 4 percent. 

Social segregation is severe as well, although
Youngstown’s position is slightly better than in some
other Ohio regions. Half of the region’s poor elementary
students would need to change schools to achieve an
equal mix of poor and non-poor students in each 
building. That compares with figures of 55 percent to 
61 percent in other regions. Similarly, three-quarters of
the region’s minority students would need to change
schools to achieve an identical mix of students in each
one. That’s slightly better than in Cincinnati or
Cleveland, but worse than Dayton, Columbus or Toledo.
The links between race and poverty are strong. In 2000,
81 percent of non-Asian minority students attended
high-poverty schools, while only 13 percent of white
students did. 

The region displays a relatively high level of stress
overall. The Youngstown region has both the lowest
average per-household tax base, and the lowest average
household income of any of the regions in this report.
Between the late 1980s and late 1990s, employment in
the Youngstown area grew more slowly than in any of
the other regions in the report. 

Here’s how  the different types of communities in 
the region are responding:

Central cities: Youngstown and Warren continue 
to struggle, with total property tax bases less than 
two-thirds the regional average (and residential tax
bases just half the regional average), high levels of
school poverty and disproportionate shares of the

region’s affordable housing — 81 percent of their 
units are affordable to median-income households,
compared with just half of all units in the region. 

At-risk developed: Although less severe than in the
central cities, many of these places are facing pressures
of low tax bases and low household incomes. Because
they are largely developed, they face extra costs associ-
ated with redevelopment, as opposed to traditional
“greenfield” development. These communities display
varying levels of stress, from Austintown and Boardman
townships where tax bases are still above average but
growing slowly, to Campbell and Struthers, where there
are significant levels of student poverty and larger-
than-average shares of affordable housing. 

At-risk developing: These outlying places look 
similar to their high-density kin in some ways, such as
tax base and income, but they show stronger tax base
and population growth. 

Bedroom-developing suburbs: This very low-density
group, consisting entirely of unincorporated communi-
ties, enjoys household incomes and tax bases above the
regional average and is growing at a moderate rate. 

Affluent: Filled with residential neighborhoods,
these communities, home to just 3 percent of the
region’s residents, have among the highest number of
school-aged kids per household. They are also experi-
encing the region’s fastest population growth — over
three times the rate of any other group. Only 15 percent
of their housing units are affordable to households 
with the region’s average incomes, the lowest share of
any group. 

CLASSIFYING MUNICIPALITIES AND SCHOOL DISTRICTS can
show the combined effects of a local government’s fiscal capacity
and the costs it faces in providing services. Such an exercise
demonstrates that three out of four area residents — those in the
city of Toledo and its at-risk suburbs — live in communities fac-
ing fiscal stresses, low or slow-growing tax bases, or

social stresses, denoted by low or slow-growing income or 
population (see table on page 39 for characteristics of each 
community type). In addition, 44 percent of Toledo-area 
students were enrolled in school districts with low or moderate
revenue capacities and high costs — indicated by high rates of
student poverty, significant enrollment growth or decline. 
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MAP 39: COMMUNITY CLASSIFICATION

MAP 40: SCHOOL DISTRICT CLASSIFICATION

Photo credit:  Airphoto – Jim Wark

Unbalanced growth further strains the Youngstown region, which has
yet to fully recover from past economic losses.

Community ClassificationCommunity Classification
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County.” 21 The program provides an annual countywide
funding pool for economic development projects, as
well as a “government equity” fund that shares a portion
of growth in municipalities’ property and income tax
revenues each year. Currently all 30 of Montgomery
County’s cities, villages and townships have chosen to
participate. 

Each one contributes to a regional pool based on its
growth in property and income tax bases. Funds in the
pool are redistributed back to communities based on
population. This process has a redistributive effect —
tax-base poor communities get back more than they
paid into the pool, while tax-base rich 
communities get back less. Because all communities
keep a majority (but not all) of
the growth within their borders,
the program reduces the incen-
tives for inter-local competition
for tax base while still allowing
communities to cover the local
costs of development.

ED/GE has limitations. Due
to the relatively small size of the
pool — around $800,000 in
recent years — the tax-sharing
elements of the program are
largely symbolic, making a neg-
ligible effect on overall tax base
equity in the region. In addition,
much of the region’s most vigor-
ous growth is taking place out-
side of Montgomery County.
But the program is a good start
toward building fiscal equity, creating a mechanism 
that encourages local governments to work together on
issues of economic development and growth.

Expanding the ED/GE concept to encompass entire
metropolitan areas has tremendous potential in Ohio.
In a simulation of a similar program in the six metropol-
itan areas, tax-base sharing would have increased the
tax base available to municipalities home to over 
two-thirds of the state’s population. In that scenario, 
40 percent of the growth in commercial-industrial 
property tax base from 1994 to 2000 was pooled and
redistributed back to communities based on population.
Communities kept 60 percent of the tax base growth
within their borders.22

The tax-base sharing scenario reduced tax base dis-
parities among communities. The ratio between the
95th and 5th percentile places dropped by anywhere
from 4 percent to 8 percent in the six regions after 
sharing, using a pool that, after six years, equaled just 
2 percent to 3 percent of the total tax base. These 

effects would grow over time because tax-base sharing
reduces the incentives for municipalities to engage in
the inefficient competition for tax base.

The tax-base sharing model is just one way to create
more equitable fiscal relationships among local govern-
ments. Another important means is state-aid reform.
This is especially important for school funding. The 
current turmoil around this issue provides an opportu-
nity for significant reform in this very important area.

REGIONAL LAND-USE PLANNING

In addition to the great disparities in the fiscal capac-
ity of local governments, there are many other costs
associated with the inequitable and inefficient growth

occurring in much of Ohio.
Valuable agricultural land and
sensitive open space is
destroyed. Traffic congestion
increases. Expensive public
infrastructure is built on the
urban edge, while existing facili-
ties within cities are underuti-
lized, and sometimes abandoned.

The localized nature of plan-
ning in the state — with power
fragmented among thousands 
of governments — contributes 
to unbalanced growth patterns.
To cite just one example, in
Medina County alone planning
duties are divided among 
three cities, seven villages and 
17 townships.23

Such an arrangement makes it very difficult to 
implement coherent policies in areas with regional
implications, such as housing, economic development,
transportation or environmental protection. 

Outward growth, combined with state policies that
focus on building new infrastructure over maintaining
the facilities already in place, hurt older places in and
near the urban core.24 Considering that significant
investments in infrastructure and housing have already
been made in those areas, state (and often federal)
investments in roads in previously undeveloped 
areas are a waste of taxpayers’ limited resources. 
They not only encourage additional growth in outlying 
communities, they further divert resources from existing
communities that arguably need them the most. 

egional competition for tax base and
uncoordinated growth are hurting almost
every city and suburb in Ohio’s metropoli-
tan areas — leading to concentrated
poverty and abandoned public facilities in
central cities; growing social and fiscal
strain in at-risk suburbs; and traffic snarls,

overcrowded schools and degraded natural resources 
in communities on the urban fringe.

These problems diminish the quality of life through-
out a region. They require region-wide solutions. Broad
policy areas where reforms are most needed to combat
social separation and wasteful sprawl include:
• Greater fiscal equity to equalize resources among

local governments. 
• Smarter land-use planning to support more sustain-

able development practices. 
• Accountable metropolitan governance to give all

communities a voice in regional decision-making.
These reforms offer relief to all types of metropolitan

communities. For central cities, regionalism means
enhanced opportunities for redevelopment and for 
the poor. 

For at-risk developed suburbs, it means stability,
community renewal, lower taxes and better services.

For at-risk and bedroom-developing communities, 
it means sufficient spending on schools, infrastructure
and clean water. 

For affluent suburban communities, regional coop-
eration offers the best hope for preserving open space
and reducing congestion.

In addition to addressing individual problems, 
these strategies are mutually reinforcing. Successfully
implementing one makes implementing the others
much easier, both substantively and politically.

Specific policies can be tailored to reflect the special
circumstances of individual metropolitan areas. A num-
ber of analysts in Ohio — from the nonprofit community
to academia and the public sector — are providing
expertise and advocacy on specific metropolitan areas
and policies. Examples include the organizations that
assisted in preparing this report (see inside back cover
for a list); the First Suburbs Consortium, coalitions of

inner-ring suburbs in the Cleveland, Cincinnati,
Columbus and Dayton areas; and the Urban
Universities Program, a program that provides research
and technical assistance in all eight of Ohio’s major
urban universities. 

FISCAL EQUITY

In Ohio, the nature of residential and commercial
development largely determines a community’s local
tax capacity, because local governments are highly
dependent on locally generated taxes for their revenues. 

This produces a wide variation in the ability of local
governments to generate revenue from their tax bases.
It also creates large incentives for communities to 
compete against their neighbors for tax-generating
developments, regardless of how they would best fit
into regional land-use patterns. 

One way to measure the disparities among commu-
nities is the ratio of tax base in a high-capacity place
(the one at the 95th percentile) to the tax base in a 
low-capacity community (the one at the 5th percentile).
Of the regions in this report, Columbus-area municipal-
ities show the greatest inequality in property tax base
(see table on page 36). Its 95th-to-5th percentile ratio,
6.0, means that if all places in the Columbus area levied
the same property tax rate, the high-capacity place
would generate six times the revenue per household of
the low-capacity place. Even in the most equitable 
metropolitan area, Dayton, the high-capacity place
would still generate nearly four times the revenue per
household as the low-capacity place would. And these
disparities would be even greater if local income taxes
were added to the comparison.

There are regional policies that can both reduce the
inequalities between local governments and decrease
the incentives for them to engage in wasteful competi-
tion for tax base. 

In fact, the seeds of equity-based fiscal reform are
already in place in Ohio. Montgomery County has
established what it calls the Economic Development/
Government Equity (ED/GE) program to “share some of
the economic benefits … resulting from new economic
development among the jurisdictions of Montgomery
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TABLE 1: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE COMMUNITY TYPES BY METROPOLITAN AREA

Total Property Residential Tax C-I Tax Change in Total
Percentage Tax Base per Base per Base per Tax Base per Income per Population Population

Number of of Regional Household Household Household Household Household Growth Density
Community Type Jurisdictions Population 2000 2000 2000 1994-2000 2000 1994-2000 2000

Six Metro Areas
Central Cities 9 31 32,843 16,324 11,065 11 42,633 2 1,578
At-Risk, Developed 180 30 41,884 27,211 8,922 12 53,296 4 1,165
At-Risk, Developing 287 14 43,155 27,052 8,335 23 52,134 7 112
Bedroom-Developing 298 18 60,854 45,123 7,548 18 70,192 14 77
Affluent 95 7 111,343 70,907 22,783 9 101,109 18 178
Total 869 100 47,396 30,021 10,183 16 56,121 6 224

Cleveland
Central Cities 2 24 31,886 14,502 10,281 13 37,957 -2 2,010
At-Risk, Developed 42 34 42,035 26,864 8,746 8 51,579 2 1,596
At-Risk, Developing 87 15 45,558 29,599 8,583 22 52,450 9 35
Bedroom-Developing 82 18 65,316 48,110 9,062 17 70,146 15 143
Affluent 46 8 121,408 74,905 26,848 6 104,783 14 203
Region 259 100 51,044 32,224 10,662 15 56,297 5 317

Cincinnati
Central City 1 24 36,519 17,001 12,421 8 44,655 -2 1,899
At-Risk, Developed 29 23 39,991 23,850 8,572 11 51,454 1 1,260
At-Risk, Developing 66 22 44,623 27,046 9,080 17 54,554 12 140
Bedroom-Developing 38 25 64,438 47,525 8,206 13 78,403 19 141
Affluent 14 6 125,168 62,437 32,278 4 100,306 6 333
Region 148 100 51,220 31,014 10,924 13 60,026 7 264

Columbus
Central City 1 48 35,851 19,116 14,666 7 48,252 13 1,434
At-Risk, Developed 39 15 44,578 32,485 9,833 14 57,614 2 995
At-Risk, Developing 64 20 45,626 32,881 9,491 18 60,720 17 125
Bedroom-Developing 73 10 58,833 49,040 4,481 26 71,029 13 31
Affluent 17 6 398,506 88,576 17,714 27 110,843 50 115
Region 194 100 46,006 31,032 11,999 17 58,163 13 167

Dayton-Springfield
Central Cities 2 25 28,063 13,187 7,070 10 39,209 -4 1,197
At-Risk, Developed 25 38 38,926 25,140 7,907 11 52,924 2 942
At-Risk, Developing 24 14 39,535 22,883 8,507 14 50,650 2 191
Bedroom-Developing 35 16 52,270 39,668 5,787 25 67,323 7 56
Affluent 8 7 79,516 53,400 12,393 2 86,537 17 160
Region 94 100 41,531 26,362 7,766 15 54,083 2 212

Toledo
Central City 1 53 31,684 17,312 8,149 12 42,298 1 1,599
At-Risk, Developed 16 14 48,393 28,058 12,485 19 53,349 10 825
At-Risk, Developing 27 10 53,801 33,466 10,069 30 58,774 13 90
Bedroom-Developing 35 17 63,009 39,798 8,251 19 62,800 13 44
Affluent 5 6 85,269 67,136 10,208 22 54,688 7 173
Region 84 100 44,756 27,262 9,077 20 52,217 6 172

Youngstown
Central Cities 2 22 21,455 11,187 4,907 13 36,482 -7 1,035
At-Risk, Developed 21 37 34,522 21,356 7,649 22 46,002 3 821
At-Risk, Developing 27 14 33,836 20,127 4,445 23 44,363 2 72
Bedroom-Developing 35 24 44,377 32,794 4,943 20 55,968 9 61
Affluent 5 3 73,277 47,446 12,228 11 74,753 24 101
Region 90 100 35,214 22,556 6,103 22 47,026 2 145

Developing a cooperative framework for land-use
planning that encourages places to plan together for
their common future and to consider the regional con-
sequences of local decisions is an essential aspect of a
regional reform agenda. This kind of thinking has been
implemented in several states over the last 25 years and
is receiving increasing attention across the country. 

“Smart growth” is an efficient and environmentally
friendly pattern of development that focuses growth
near existing public facilities. Smart growth provides
people choice in where they live and work and how they
get around. Based on the premise that regions can make
more efficient use of their land through cooperation
rather than competition, smart growth initiatives essen-
tially call for local planning with a regional perspective. 

At least 16 states have already adopted comprehen-
sive smart growth acts, and their ranks are growing.
Regional land use planning efforts, like those required
in Oregon’s statewide program, help officials coordinate
investments in roads, highways, sewers and utilities.
Concurrency requirements like those in Florida mandate
that infrastructure be on-line by the time development
takes place. In addition, there are also a variety of agri-
cultural and open-space preservation programs available,
as well as incentives for the use of New Urbanist design
principles.25

All these initiatives share goals: to reduce the
destruction of open space and agricultural lands; to
ease traffic congestion by creating an accessible and
balanced transportation system; and to make more 
efficient use of public investments.

Ensuring that all communities in the region, particu-
larly those with new jobs and good schools, strengthen
their commitment to affordable housing is another
essential component of smart growth planning because
it helps to reduce the consequences of concentrated
poverty on core communities. It allows people to live
closer to work and provides them with real choices 
concerning where they want to live.

REGIONAL GOVERNANCE

A primary theme of this study is that social separation
and sprawling development patterns harm not just 
central cities, but all parts of Ohio’s urban centers. 
As in most places, however, the fragmented nature of
land-use planning and local governance has discouraged
creating coordinated strategies for dealing with these
problems. 

There are already regional institutions in place that
can serve as a backbone for regional reform. 

Regional planning commissions and councils of 
governments in Ohio already have the power to under-
take many planning functions, among them conducting
studies, contracting with governments to provide plan-
ning assistance and coordinating local activities with
other regional bodies and levels of government.26

In addition, all of the state’s major urbanized areas
have Metropolitan Planning Organizations, appointed
bodies of local officials with power to make billion-
dollar decisions on planning and funding regional
transportation systems. But despite this power, their
ability to address broader land-use patterns—often 
patterns that contribute to the very congestion they 
are trying to ameliorate—is very limited. 

Armed with greater powers, these existing organiza-
tions could make headway on a whole host of regional
issues, such as land-use planning, housing and redevel-
opment efforts, and the protection of agricultural lands
and other open spaces. Other models of governance,
including establishing new, freestanding bodies to over-
see regional issues from land-use planning to transit—
the model established in Portland, Oregon and
Minneapolis-St. Paul regions—exist as well. But regard-
less of the mechanism chosen, representation in region-
al institutions must be fairly apportioned, and ideally,
its members directly elected. 

The current system is fragmented with powers divided
among different actors, none of which have the mandate
to exercise strong oversight functions. There is a clear
need to develop accountable regional institutions to
address the best interests of the state’s diverse regions.
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12 Grouping was accomplished using the K-means clustering 
procedure in SPSS. All variables were calculated as percentages
of the regional average and standardized by the number of 
standard deviations from the mean so that that the effects of
variables with very wide variations did not overwhelm the
effects of variables with narrower variations. For more on clus-
ter analysis in general, and K-means clustering in particular,
see StatSoft, Inc. Electronic Statistics Textbook (Tulsa, OK:
StatSoft, 2002) at www.statsoft.com/textbook/stathome.html.

13 In addition, because of their density, several suburban com-
munities — Grove City, Delaware, Westerville, Gahanna,
Hilliard and Reynoldsburg outside Columbus, and Perrysburg
and Rossford near Toledo — were classified in the clustering
process as “at-risk developed” due to their relatively high den-
sity. But because these communities are still growing, they
were moved to the “at-risk developing” category after consulta-
tion with local reviewers. 

14 Myron Orfield, American Metropolitics: The New Suburban
Reality (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2002). 

15 Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1999. 

16 Ibid. 

17 John Horton, “Study committee in Kenston recommends new
high school,” Plain Dealer, June 22, 2002. 

18 A housing unit is considered affordable to a household with
the region’s average income if the household had no other
debt, made a 10 percent down payment, had closing costs of 5
percent, a mortgage rate of 7 percent, faced statewide average
property taxes, and was spending 28 percent of gross income
on mortgage, taxes and home insurance (the cut-off normally
used by realtors and lenders to determine affordability).
Calculations were made using the Fannie Mae Mortgage
Calculator at www.homepath.com.

19 These percentages are dissimilarity indexes, commonly used
statistics to measure the degree to which two groups are evenly
distributed in a given geographic area. In this case, they can be
interpreted as the percentage of one of the groups that would
have to change schools to achieve a perfectly integrated enroll-
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TABLE 2: SOCIAL AND FISCAL CHARACTERISTICS BY METROPOLITAN AREA

Social Separation
Percentage of Poor Students Percentage of Non-Asian Minority

Percentage of Elementary Students Required to Move Percentage of Non-Asian Students Required to Move
Eligible for Free or Reduced Lunch to Achieve Parity Minority Students to Achieve Parity

1993 2000 1993 2000 1993 2000 1993 2000

Cleveland 32 31 61 60 25 28 75 77
Cincinnati 26 28 57 61 21 25 76 78
Columbus 25 24 54 54 17 21 67 66
Dayton-Springfield 28 30 54 55 20 21 68 69
Toledo 32 35 50 58 23 26 63 65
Youngstown 27 32 43 50 12 17 74 75

Fiscal Inequality
Property Tax Base per Household

Property Tax Base per Household 95th to 5th Percentile Ratios

1994 2000 1994 2000

Cleveland 134,919 154,887 6.4 5.5
Cincinnati 133,873 151,276 6.6 5.5
Columbus 117,415 139,372 6.1 6.0
Dayton-Springfield 108,436 124,268 4.7 3.7
Toledo 112,183 134,508 5.4 5.0
Youngstown 76,636 85,986 4.1 3.9

1994 property tax base per household assumes that tangible and public utility tax base grew at the same rate as residential, 
agricultural, commercial and industrial tax base. 95th to 5th percentile ratios exclude tangible and public utility tax base.

Cross Metropolitan Area ComparisonsCross Metropolitan Area Comparisons

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Ameregis
1313 Fifth Street SE, Suite 108 
Minneapolis, MN 55414
(612) 379-3926
www.ameregis.com

Alliance for Congregational Transformation 
Influencing our Neighborhoods (ACTION) 
221 Elm Street
Youngstown, OH 44505
(330) 744-7979

Citizens for Civic Renewal
Rockwood Tower, Suite 549
3805 Edwards Road
Cincinnati, OH 45209
(513) 458-6736
www.queencity.com/ccr

Greater Dayton Regional Transit Authority
600 Longworth Street
Dayton, OH 45402
(937) 226-1333
www.greaterdaytonrta.org

Sierra Club–Ohio Chapter
36 W. Gay St., Suite 314
Columbus, OH 43215
(614) 461-0734
ohio.sierraclub.org

Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission
285 East Main Street
Columbus, OH 43215
(614) 228-2663
www.morpc.org

Northeast Ohio Alliance for Hope (NOAH)
3510 West 41st Street
Cleveland, OH 44109
(216) 398-0374

The Urban Affairs Center
The University of Toledo
Toledo, Ohio 43606
(419) 530-3591
uac.utoledo.edu


